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Abstract 
This study attempted to explore the preferred language learning styles of a group of Iranian EFL learners and differences in the 
styles of learners with different L2 writing proficiency levels. Moreover, the study examined differences between the more 
proficient and the less proficient writers' self-assessment.  The participants were 30 Iranian upper-intermediate EFL students 
learning English at a language institute. The necessary data were collected through Willing's (1988) Language Learning Styles 
Questionnaire, a writing self-assessment checklist developed by the researchers based on Paulus' (1999) grading rubric, and the 
students' written compositions. As for data collection, the students were asked to answer the learning styles questionnaire and to 
do a writing task and finally to assess their own writings by filling out the self-assessment checklist. Moreover, the researchers 
evaluated the participants' compositions based on Paulus' (1999) grading rubric. Data analysis revealed that most of the learners 
in the sample had a communicative learning style preference and the more proficient writers favoured this type of learning as 
well. As for the comparison between the students' writing self-assessment and the assessment done by the researchers, the results 
indicated that the more proficient writers underestimated their writing ability whereas the majority of the less proficient ones 
overestimated different aspects of their writing ability. 
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1. Introduction 
Learners are considered an important part of any teaching practice, and understanding the differences and the 
ways they learn is important in such an endeavour. Insights gained from such an understanding can help students 
become familiar with their learning tendencies and preferences and, in turn, oblige educational authorities to design 
classroom structures and materials that fit and respond directly to those tendencies and assist learners to have a 
better performance in language skills, especially writing skill the development of which is more dependent on 
individual practice and participation in the process of converting thought to message (Chastain, 1988). 
Successful implementation of cognitive factors and metacognitive processes to complete a writing task and 
achieve the intended objectives depends on the overall patterns that give general direction to learning behaviours 
and preferred ways in which an individual approaches a task, a learning situation or tries to solve a problem, which 
are known as learners' learning styles (Cohen, 2003; Oxford, 2003). Moreover, research has shown that students' 
achievement in language tasks, especially writing, will improve if they are fully engaged in their learning process. In 
other words, if students know what they need to learn and why, they can strive for an acceptable level of absorbing 
knowledge that suits the criteria which have been specified for the level of mastery intended; and this is the point 
that highlights the importance of self-assessment which can be used for both measurement and learning purposes. 
Since these two factors, namely language learning styles and self-assessment in writing, are the main factors 
examined in the present study, a brief overview of them is provided in the following sections. 
1.1. Learning styles  
Style is mostly defined as being "an individual's natural, habitual and preferred way of absorbing, processing and 
retaining new information and skills" (Kinsella, as cited in Wong & Nunan, 2011, p. 145). There are different ways 
of categorizing styles. Some researchers distinguish between cognitive style (field dependent versus field 
independent, analytic versus global, reflective versus impulsive); sensory style (visual, auditory, tactile, kinesthetic) 
and personality types (tolerance of ambiguity, right and left brain dominance). According to Lawrence (as cited in 
Gholami & Ahghar, 2012), the term learning style takes into consideration four aspects of a person: 
 
Cognitive style, i.e. preferred or habitual patterns of mental functioning; patterns of attitudes and interests that 
affect what an individual will pay most attention to in a learning situation; a tendency to seek situations 
compatible with one's own learning; and the tendency to use certain learning strategies and to avoid others. (p. 
537) 
 
Researchers and other educational authorities use some common tools, including surveys, questionnaires, 
interviews, etc. in order to find learners' preferred learning styles and strategies.  The most common tool for 
assessing L2 learning styles and strategies is a written survey in which learners answer questions regarding the 
learning preferences and approaches that they take in learning that influence the rate and amount of learning. Using 
information derived from such instruments, the researchers have come up with some taxonomies for the learners' 
learning styles. Ehrman and Oxford (1990) cited nine major style dimensions relevant to L2 learning. Four of them 
which are associated with language learning are: sensory preferences, personality types, desired degree of 
generality, and biological differences. 
 
In the present study our main concern is highlighting the relationship between writing ability and language 
learning styles based on the category of learning styles presented by Willing (1988) focusing on Concrete, 
Analytical, Communicative and Authority-Oriented learners. According to Ellis (2008), Willing's (1988) four 
classifications of learning styles are based on two major dimensions: the first one is cognitive and is closely related 
to that of field dependent/independent; whereas, the other has an affective nature and focuses on how active the 
learners are in the way they approach leaning tasks.  
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Nunan (1999) summarizes the characteristics of those four main types of learners: 1) Concrete learners are those 
who use direct procedures for processing and learning information. 2) Analytical learners have a great interest to 
analyze carefully what they want to learn and want to learn individually. 3) Authority-Oriented learners are 
dependent upon their teachers and their explanation, prefer to have their own textbooks, study grammatical rules, 
learn by reading, etc. 4) Communicative learners are those who have a desire for a communicative and social 
learning approach and feel that it would be most helpful to their needs in relation to language learning. 
1.2. Self-assessment  
Bailey (1998, as cited in Matsuno, 2009) defines self-assessment as a process by which learners assess their own 
knowledge and skills. Self-assessment is regarded as one of the significant abilities that learners acquire for effective 
learning and development (Stefani, 1998; Taras, 2001). Moreover, self-assessment practice has a reflective role in 
the learning process and can be used while dealing with the variety of language skills. As for writing, this practice 
can refer to any method which prompts student writers to think about, evaluate and respond to their own written 
practice; this endeavour includes any methods intended to encourage reflection in the learners in order to provide an 
opportunity for them to improve their performance. This practice is most often used as an alternative or complement 
to peer evaluation which has the main function of supplementing instructors' guidance and it is mostly seen as a way 
of fostering metacognition and growth (Campillo, 2006). 
 
The main argument in favour of self-assessment practice in writing is that such practice can foster metacognition 
because it requires learners to reflect upon what they are writing, the processes they undergo and any subsequent 
changes or improvements that they may achieve in their continued needs in writing (Bardine & Fulton, 2008; 
Campillo, 2006; Falchiscov &Bound, 1989). Furthermore, most studies have highlighted the capability of self-
assessment practice in fostering autonomy in learning through which learners become more independent and as a 
means of fostering learning build a repertoire of knowledge of writing steps, strategies and processes that help them 
transfer the acquired skills to subsequent drafts. 
 
To sum up, a considerable body of research, both in educational psychology and in the field of Second Language 
Acquisition (SLA), has been conducted in relation to learning styles and the practice of self-assessment with regard 
to language skills. In line with the studies conducted, the present study attempts to explore the preferred language 
learning styles of a group of Iranian EFL learners and differences in the styles of learners with different L2 writing 
proficiency levels. Moreover, the study tries to examine differences between the more proficient and the less 
proficient writers' self-assessment practice in writing. 
2. Literature review  
Since the present study has the main goal of identifying the learning styles of Iranian EFL learners and the 
accuracy of their performance in self-assessment, a brief overview of some of the studies conducted on each issue is 
provided in the following sections. 
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2.1. Studies on learning styles  
Most research studies on learning style preferences refer to the past thirty years. Since the mid-1920s, there has 
been a great body of research in literature on learning styles (e.g. Oxford, 2003; Reid, 1987). For example, 
Kavaliauskiene (2003) conducted a study to investigate learners' methodological preferences for learning English for 
Specific Purposes (ESP). Forty three students of law from the University of Lithuania were the subjects of the study. 
The results indicated that more than half of the learners favored a communicative approach to improve their 
language skills and they preferred working in pairs or small groups, taking part in projects and practicing English by 
talking to their peers. However, they were only concerned about getting good marks without paying attention to 
improve their language skills and competence for future. 
 
In another study, Riazi and Riasati (2007) investigated the learning style preferences of Iranian EFL learners and 
the degree of teachers' awareness. 219 language learners from different levels of instruction and ages took part in the 
study. The findings of the study pointed to the fact that, regarding the learning style preference, learners did not 
want to work individually, but this fact was not well-perceived by the teachers. In addition, learners and teachers' 
perceptions of vocabulary learning strategies were different, and more importantly both teachers and students were 
aware of the importance of developing cultural competence when teaching and learning language (Riazi & Riasati, 
2007). 
 
In a study, Biddadi and Yamat (2010) investigated the students' learning styles preferences and their implications 
for the teaching and learning as well as the design of the textbooks. A randomly selected sample of 92 Iranian 
university students took part in the study. The data were collected using a language learning style questionnaire. The 
results indicated that majority of students in the sample had a communicative style preference. As for implications 
of the study for educational practice, it was suggested that more communicative tasks need to be included in the 
courses and there should be more communicative-oriented textbooks and group discussions in the classroom.  
 
Wong and Nunan (2011) investigated the learning styles and strategies of effective and ineffective language 
learners. 110 undergraduate university students in Hong Kong participated in the study. The results indicated that 
there were significant differences between learners in their strategy preferences, learning styles and patterns of 
language use. Furthermore, the researchers of the study suggested that learners should be encouraged to think about 
the processes underlying their own learning and take responsibility for their own learning. Teachers should adapt 
their own classroom practices to suit the learning styles and strategies of learners and introduce strategies that help 
learners enhance the quality of their own learning. Some other studies have focused on the strategy use of proficient 
and successful language learners while performing language skills, but few studies have focused on finding the 
language learning style of those learners who have a higher degree of proficiency in writing; a factor which the 
present study attempts to examine. 
2.2. Studies on self-assessment  
Self-assessment is viewed as a formative strategy in assessing learners' performance. The main justification to 
embark on such practice is for students to identify their own strengths and weaknesses and to work to meet specific 
criteria (Andrade & Valtcheva, 2009). According to Mcmillan and Hearn (2008), "self-assessment occurs when 
students judge their own work to improve performance as they identify discrepancies between current and desired 
performance"(p. 1). In other words, self-assessment provides clear goals and specific criteria based on which 
students or teachers measure learning. 
 
As for experimental studies of self-assessment practice in writing in EFL context, Hung (2009), in a qualitative 
case study, investigated how self-assessment was utilized by two EFL learners while writing in their electronic 
portfolios. The results indicated that both learners used a variety of cognitive, metacognitive and memory strategies 
in performing writing tasks, followed by self-assessment strategies to judge the quality of their performance and to 
identify their strengths and weaknesses as a way of reflecting on their essays. It was further indicated that compiling 
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portfolios enhanced learners' self-assessment practice and thus encouraged self-directed language learning. 
Moreover, the researcher suggested that "as facilitators who encouraged students' autonomy, teachers need to 
continually help learners review their own language progress so that learners can be fully aware of their learning and 
find self-assessment as an effective language learning strategy" (Hung, 2009, p. 141). 
 
In another study in an Iranian EFL context, Javaherbakhsh (2010) attempted to investigate whether self-
assessment impacts Iranian EFL learners' writing skill. 73 advanced students, in an experimental and control group 
design, were given writing pre-test and post-test to measure their writing ability. In the intended treatment, the 
participants in the experimental group after each writing activity were required to assess themselves with a writing 
checklist. The results of the study indicated that self-assessment significantly influenced Iranian EFL learners' 
writing skill, and self-assessment checklist helped teachers become familiar with students' capabilities, deficiencies 
and needs. In addition, the researcher suggested that self-assessment, as a means of alternative assessment, helps 
students become autonomous learners and retrieve efficient techniques for their own learning. 
  
Furthermore, Khodadady and khodabakhsh zadeh (2012) explored the effects of portfolio and self-assessment on 
writing tasks, on the one hand, and self-regulation ability, on the other. They chose a sample of sixty freshmen 
undergraduate university students majoring in TEFL. Learners were assigned to control and experimental groups 
and both groups wrote several essays during the course and completed a self-regulation questionnaire and writing 
tasks at the beginning and end of the course as pre- and post-tests. Only the learners in the experimental group were 
assigned to write portfolios on a regular basis and were required to do self-assessment tasks. The results indicated 
that the learners in the experimental group scored higher than the ones in the control group in the writing task and 
gained higher self-regulation ability as a result of writing portfolios and doing self-assessment. In addition, they 
showed that the regular implementation of self-assessment checklist had great effects on students' sense of 
independency in their writing activities. 
 
To sum up, in most of the studies self-assessment is used by learners to evaluate and monitor their own level of 
knowledge, performance, and understanding and to get information about their learning. Other studies have focused 
on the value of self-assessment in proficiency testing and achievement, level of learners' self-efficacy and the 
accuracy with which learners' assess their performance. However, the two reported experimental studies on self-
assessment practice of Iranian EFL learners have mainly focused on the impact of self-assessment practice in 
combination with other procedures on the improvement of students' writing ability. There is no evidence showing 
whether learners were able to accurately assess their writing ability or not. 
2.3. Objectives of the study and research questions 
As the literature revealed, few studies have examined the relationship between language learning styles and 
proficiency in language skills especially the writing ability and little has been written to show the accuracy of self-
assessment practice of learners with different language learning styles and various proficiency levels in writing. 
Therefore, the present study attempts to make a contribution to the body of research on learner differences, in 
general, and writing, in particular, by examining the relationship between a group of Iranian EFL learners' language 
learning styles, namely, concrete, analytical, authority-oriented and communicative as represented by Willing 
(1988), their proficiency in writing and the differences between these learners in terms of their level of accuracy of 
self-assessment as compared to their actual performance in writing. In other words, we want to reveal which 
category of learners is more proficient in their writing ability and which group has a better or more realistic picture 
of their writing ability. Based on the points mentioned, the present study attempts to answer the following research 
questions: 
1. What are the self-reported language learning style preferences of the intended learners? Which learning style is 
dominant in the sample? 
2. What is the preferred language learning style of the most proficient writers? 
3. Is there any difference between different groups of learners in terms of accuracy of their self-assessment practice? 
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3. Method 
3.1. Participants and setting  
A convenient sample of 30 Iranian students (21 females and 9 males) learning English as a foreign language in a 
language institute in Shiraz (Iran) took part in this study. They were from a variety of ages (between 18 to 22 years 
old) and their level of English was Upper-intermediate, which was determined based on the levels in which they 
were placed in the classes. Knowledge of their learning styles would help them to effectively acquire language skills 
and, consequently, enhance their learning outcomes. 
3.2. Instruments 
The first instrument was the Learning Styles Preference Questionnaire (with the reliability of Cronbach’s Alpha 
0.653) adapted from Willing (1988). This four-point Likert scale questionnaire consisted of 24 items (after 
adaptation) about four categories of learning styles: Communicative, Concrete, Authority-Oriented and Analytical). 
Another instrument was a self-assessment scale for writing based on which learners assessed their writing tasks. It 
consisted of 30 items on different aspects of writing: organization/unity, development, cohesion/coherence, 
structure, vocabulary and mechanics. This scale was developed by the researchers using Paulus' (1999) essay-
scoring rubric  and based on which the learners assessed their ability in writing by giving a grade from zero to ten to 
themselves based on each statement in the checklist. In addition, in order to assess and determine learners’ 
proficiency in writing and match them with their learning styles, i.e. to find out  which groups of learners are the 
most proficient writers, they were asked to write a composition of about 150 words on a chosen topic derived from 
IELTS exam writing topics. 
3.3. Procedure of data collection and analysis 
In order to collect the required data for the study, the learners were first required to complete the language 
learning style questionnaire. Then, they were asked to write a sample of about 150 words on a topic and assess their 
performance on this writing task using the self-assessment checklist given to them. Moreover, the researchers 
evaluated the participants' compositions based on Paulus' (1999) grading rubric. Based on each specific research 
question, the patterns of descriptive statistics, namely, means and standard deviations, and other comparative 
analysis were derived for the set of data. 
4. Results and discussion  
In order to identify the learning styles preferences of the students, the patterns of descriptive statistics, namely 
means and standard deviations, of the four types of language learning styles were computed (Table 1). The style 
which indicated the highest mean value was chosen to be the students' preferred language learning style. 
 
         Table 1. Descriptive statistics for learning styles  
Learning style  Mean  SD 
Communicative  20.40 2.19 








As it is shown in Table 1, responses to the items which indicate communicative learning style have the highest 
mean value of 20.40 and standard deviation of 2.19. It is implied that the majority of the learners in this sample had 
a communicative style preference. In fact, these learners are defined by the following learning strategies: they like to 
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learn by watching, listening to native speakers, talking to friends in English, watching television in English, using 
English out of class, learning new words by hearing them, and learning by conversation (Wong & Nunan, 2011). 
 
 As for the comparison of the results of the present study with what has been done in the literature, it can be 
asserted that in a large and well-documented study on learning styles, which had a subsidiary aim of comparing 
learners from different backgrounds and cultures, Willing (1988) designed and used a questionnaire (the original 
questionnaire used in the present study) to investigate the learning styles of 517 adult ESL learners in Australia. He 
came to the conclusion that the learners favoured either concrete or analytical learning style. In a similar study on 
Japanese students, Hyland (1994) found that Japanese students exhibit no major learning style and instead have 
multiple minor learning styles.  Moreover,  Liu (2008) conducted  a study on students in Taipei and reported that 
responses to the statements of authority-oriented type of learning styles had the highest mean score of 11.52 and a 
standard deviation of 3.13 and communicative type of learning styles had the lowest mean score (M=8.87 and a SD 
of 3.55).  
 
However, the finding of the present study is in line with the results of Ho’s (1999) study which indicated that 
most students among two groups of university year one and four groups of year two Computer Studies students, in 
Honk Kong, were communicative learners.  In another study, Biddadi and Yamat (2010) investigating the language 
learning styles of 92 Iranian University students indicated that responses to the communicative types of statements 
had the highest mean value of 3.24 and a standard deviation of 0.35. Therefore, it can be asserted that these findings 
point to the cross-cultural differences among different learners' language learning style preferences and the reason 
for students' preferences may be traced back to the English learning experiences they have in different contexts.  
 
Furthermore, in order to represent a detailed picture of the analysis of different types of language learning styles, 
descriptive statistics were run and the items which have the highest means in each category of learning styles are 
presented in Table 2.  
 
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of items with the highest mean in each category of learning styles 
Category of learning 
styles  
The  items with the highest mean Mean SD 
Communicative  I like to learn by watching, listening to native speakers of English. 3.66 .47 
Concrete  Outside of the classroom, I like to use English. 3.43 .67 
Authority-oriented  I like the teacher to explain everything to me. 3.33 .66 
Analytical  I like the teacher to let me find my mistakes. 3.56 .56 
 
Moreover, In order to answer questions number 2 and 3, two sets of procedures were taken. As was previously 
mentioned, at first, learners were required to write a composition of about 150 words and were given a self-
assessment checklist, which provides them with a description of their ability in each specific aspect of writing and a 
score for each point, to self-evaluate their written performance. After collecting the drafts, the drafts were analysed 
and scored by the researchers. The score obtained served as the indicator of learners' actual ability in writing. Based 
on the ultimate scores received by each writer, they were classified into three main categories: Beginners (students 
students who received a score from 0 to 10), Intermediate (students who received a score from 11 to 20) and 
Advanced (students who received a score from 21 to 30). 
 
After further analysis, it was revealed that only 7 students (see Table 3) in the sample had a score of above 20 
and, thus, were considered the most proficient writers in the sample. In fact, the cases number 1 (24.50), 9 (21.30), 
11 (26.30), 12 (21.70), 16 (20.50), 24 (21.30) and 26 (26.10) are these proficient writers in the sample of 
participants examined.   
 
In the second main step, in order to determine the language learning styles of these 7 most proficient writes, the 
patterns of descriptive statistics for the individuals' answers on the items in the category of learning styles were 
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derived and the highest mean in each category was considered as the dominant learning style of each student (see 
Table 3). The results revealed that four of these students (cases number 1, 11, 16 and 26) had a communicative 
learning style and the rest of students had different dominant learning styles. The responses that the student number 
2 has given to the items in the language learning style questionnaire have placed her as an analytical and authority-
oriented learner at the same time because she has equal means in both categories. Furthermore, the students number 
12 and 24 have authority-oriented and concrete learning styles, respectively. 
 
Table 3: The mean differences in different categories of language 
 learning styles for the most proficient writers 
ID Communicative Concrete Analytical Authority-oriented 
1 3.33 2.50 3.17 3.00 
9 3.67 2.67 3.83 3.83 
11 3.50 3.17 3.00 3.33 
12 2.83 2.83 2.67 3.00 
16 4.00 3.00 3.00 3.50 
24 3.67 3.83 2.50 2.50 
26 3.67 3.17 2.83 3.50 
 
Therefore, based on the findings, it can be suggested that since using the teaching methods/techniques that are in 
tune with the learning style preferences of students can lead to better academic performance and gain, more 
communicative tasks can be included in the skill-based, especially writing, courses in which most of the learners 
have a communicative learning style; however, as the literature suggests "tasks that suit other learner types also need 
to be included in the course to meet their needs. In fact, it seems to be a general consensus in the literature that it is 
better to include learning tasks that suit all types of learners in a course" (Ho, 1999, p. 8). Therefore, as Kinsella 
(1996) suggests, while dealing with different learners in a course, teaching/learning programs should be designed to 
include an equal range of activities and the proportion of the task types could be adjusted to the different styles of 
learners so that all of them feel at ease and gain enough confidence to perform new tasks in various configurations.  
  
As for the accuracy of self-assessment, some researchers (e.g., Birckbichler, Corl, & Devil, 1993) have suggested 
that students accurately make self-assessments about their ability and achievements, but sometimes such practice 
may be overestimated. In fact, prior research with ESL learners has shown that proficiency level does matter with 
the accuracy of self-assessment, with more proficient students underestimating their abilities (Heilenman, 1990; 
Oskarsson, 1984). This is true in the self-assessment practice of Iranian EFL learners regarding their writing ability. 
Those learners who had a higher proficiency in writing (as depicted by the overall score they got in their actual 
assessment) underestimated their writing ability and scored different aspects of their writing lower than what was 
true of their actual ability; whereas, the less proficient writers scored different aspects of their writing higher than 
what was true of their actual ability (see Table 3 for the results).  
Ross (1998) believed that there is variation in the accuracy with which learners assess their own second language 
skills. In the same vein, Blanch and Merino (as cited in Brantmeier, Vanderplank, Strube,  2012) examined some SA 
studies and asserted that the language skill being examined and the materials on which the test is being conducted 
influence the accuracy of self-assessment. He further suggested that in designing SA instruments researchers should 
use direct experience, i.e. the learning and the practice learners have had in all four skills, and specific curricular 
content. Finally, earlier findings with ESL participants had shown that learners more accurately assess and have a 
more accurate picture of their speaking ability than writing (Rasch, 1979). 
5. Conclusion 
The purpose of the present study was to identify a group of Iranian EFL learners' language learning style 
preferences and, in light of this finding, to discover the language learning styles of the most proficient writes in the 
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sample and the level of accuracy of their self-assessment practice compared to those of the less proficient learners. 
In order to reach the intended objectives, a language learning style questionnaire (Willing, 1988), a self-assessment 
scale for assessing writing and written drafts of the students' performance were used. It was revealed that 
communicative language learning style was the dominant learning style among the learners. Furthermore, the most 
preferred items in each category of learning styles were identified. As for the language learning style of the most 
proficient writers, it was indicated that majority of these writers had a communicative learning style preference that 
assisted them to act more productively and guided them to create organized texts and defend their argument or 
positions in a structured way. Finally, the analysis of self-assessment practice for writing revealed that the most 
proficient writers, compared to the self-assessment performance of the least proficient ones, underestimated their 
writing ability. It can be suggested that identifying the learning style preferences of students with different levels of 
ability in the language skill of interest, especially at the beginning of each course, can help the teacher to make 
adjustments in the proportion of task types to facilitate the learning of the students. Therefore, as Claxton and 
Murrell (as cited in Ho, 1999) assert, gaining information about the learners' learning style preferences can assist the 
teachers to target the areas of strength and to find the areas of weaknesses in the learners, to make the necessary 
adaptations and changes in the instruction, to suggests strategies in order to improve their learning and, hence, assist 
the learners to take charge of their own learning and gain autonomy in the learning process. Moreover, the self-
assessment practice can help students become aware of and strive for an acceptable level of absorbing knowledge 
that suits the criteria which have been specified for the level of mastery intended for each skill and, hence, improve 
their performance.   
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